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Moskala: God's Surprising Compassion (The President's Page)

T H E

P R E S I D E N T ’ S

P A G E

Jiri M oskala

GOD’S SURPRISING
COMPASSION

onah, who lived in
the eighth century
B.C., is the only Old
Testament prophet
to w hom Jesus directly compared
h im self (Matt. 12:39-41). Surely,
then, we can conclude that a book so
im portant to Jonah and Jesus must be
im portant to us as well. In fact, it disturbs our comfort zone and upsets
our status quo.
Prophets usually disturb people.
These servants o f G o d s covenant
call people back to a genuine relationship w ith God. So it was w ith
Jonah. The message he was to deliver
was short and direct: ‘“Forty m ore
days and N ineveh w ill be overtu rn ed ’” (Jonah 3:4, N IV ). N in eveh— one o f antiquity’s great cities,
dom ain o f the cruel Assyrian en em ies o f Israel. The message to be
delivered by the first H ebrew
prophet to go outside Israel w ith his
message. To add to the irony, the
m issionary’s nam e, J o n a h , m eans
“dove.” In N ineveh, the goddess
Ishtar was also sym bolized by a
dove. Jonah’s m ission, then, w ould
confront the N inevites w ith a choice:

W hich dove w ould they
follow — their ow n, or
the one G od sent to
them?
The m ission is filled w ith surprises— Jonah preaches, and sailors
are converted. Thrown overboard
from the ship, Jonah is saved by a big
fish. The w hole city o f N ineveh
repents. Everything and everybody
obeys G od— the fish, the storm , the
plant, the w orm , even the sailors and
the N inevites. S u r p r is e !— T h e o n ly
e x c e p tio n is th e p r o p h e t o f G o d ! Surprise again: The story’s punch line is
not about Jonah, but the God o f
Jonah and how he treats his disobedient prophet, w ho is furious because o f G od’s com passion for the
N inevites. Their salvation seem s
som ehow evil to Jonah (see Jonah
3:10 and 4:1).

The Raging Prophet
Incredible! In his pride, the raging prophet wants to see the fulfillm ent o f his prediction rather than
the redem ption o f these despised foreigners. Jonah is the first evangelist I
know w ho has 100 percent success
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has been accepted, because God's

and is angry about it. He fails to see
that God wants to save not only the
sailors and Ninevites but him as well!
Only recently did I understand why
God would even listen to the angry
prophet. God actually wants us to
come to him without a mask, without playing or hiding something,
open and vulnerable; because only
when we tell him everything, honestly and sincerely— all our emotions
and deep, hidden thinking— can he
do something in us. Only when we
give him our negative thinking and
feelings can he change them and heal
us. According to the Bible (Ps. 41:4),
salvation means healing. If we hide
our anger, insults, frustrations, and
disappointments, eventually our joy
will flee and our spirituality die.
When Jonah prays to God, there is
hope for Jonah! When we pray, there
is hope for us.
Jonah has good inform ation
about God, but his “head religion”
doesn’t make him a kind, warm, loving, and sensitive person. He knows
that his God is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, and
abounding in love; a God who
relents from sending calamity (see
Jonah 4:2; compare Exodus 34:6, 7).
No ethical consequences of this fact
appear in his life, no signs of God’s
loving compassion. It is not enough
to have an intellectual, or “mind,”
religion. If a life shows a cold heart
and damaging attitudes, it means
that no transforming grace o f God

amazing grace is always a transforming grace!
God intervenes in favor o f Jonah;
he wants to help him to grow. He
wants to save him from his anger,
prejudice, hatred, enmity, racism,
exclusivism, and feelings o f superiority. The Lord grows a vine for
Jonah. For the first time, in its
shade, he is happy (Jonah 4:6).
However, God intervenes once
more, and the next day the vine is
dead. Jonah laments its loss. Then
God comes to him with the question, the last question of the book—
but what a question! God says (to
summarize): “You pitied the plant,
Jonah, but I pitied the people.
Should you not do the same?
Instead, you cried over a plant that
appeared without any of your effort,
your work, or achievement” (see
Jonah 4:10).
There is no recorded answer from
Jonah. Why does the book end with
a question mark? Because only you
and I can answer this pertinent
question: Do we have the same
unselfish love and compassion
toward other people as God has?
God’s compassion is incomprehensible, incomparable, astonishing,
challenging, and transforming! He
dares to confront us with the real
issues of life. He wants us to have
courage to face the challenges of life
with a proper attitude. His love
toward us is fantastic! He puts down
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Crucial question: Is he, or is he not
now an obedient prophet? Not.
Hatred, enmity, anger, bitterness,
prejudices— all there! God does not
want our obedience to be like Jonah's—

all barriers of religion, race, color,
education, geography, language, gender, and politics.
The warm compassion of God
for people contrasts with the cold
attitude of the prophet. Jonah was
commissioned but not committed.

Another Perspective

outward and shallow. He wants our
obedience to spring from our heart as
the result o f knowing him for what he
is. We will never understand Gods

Let us see the life of Jonah from a
different perspective. God as sovereign Lord calls him to go to Nineveh
to deliver an important message of
judgment (Jonah 1:1, 2). He refuses
to go, and the result is crystal clear:
Jonah disobeys. The biblical texts
stress that while running from God,
Jonah went down. First he went
down to Joppa, then down to the
harbor, after that down to the boat,
then to the lowest place in the boat,
and finally we encounter him at the
bottom o f the ocean. Every time we
run from God, we go down! Then
Jonah cries to the Lord, and the
compassionate, gracious, and loving
God saves him.
Afterwards, God confronts Jonah
again: ‘“Get up, go to Nineveh,. . . and
proclaim the message that I tell you”
(see Jonah 3:1-4, NRSV). Jonah gets
up, goes to Nineveh, and preaches!

purposes, providence, and/or events
in our lives, but we must nevertheless
follow him, no matter what! Only in
this way can we be loving, warm, and
compassionate people who show
their moral integrity and thus reflect
the image of God.
Many aspects of Jonah’s story
make it seem more fit for his day than
for ours: He is saved by a big fish; we
would think more in terms of a submarine; the Lord prepared a plant to
shade Jonah from the sun; most moderns would envision a beach umbrella. One aspect of the story, however, fits all too well into our age:
Though Jonah accepts salvation personally, he takes it selfishly— salvation
for me, yes, for my family, friends,
tribe, nation, but not for others!
How is it with your attitude
toward people who differ from
you— in color, in culture, in belief?
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